Abstract: Bahr examines O'Brien's
In 1994, Tim O'Brien reflected on his psychological state in a New York Times Magazine article, "The Vietnam in Me", two decades after leaving the war:
Last night suicide was on my mind. Not whether, but how. Tonight it will be on my mind again. Now it's 4 A.M., June the 5th. The sleeping pills have not worked. I sit in my underwear at this unblinking fool of a computer and try to wrap words around a few horrid truths. (50) It was not the first time O'Brien had written about Vietnam and his despair. Twenty years earlier, he had published a memoir, If I Die in a Combat Zone, about his experiences as a drafted soldier in the war. And, in 1990, after two novels on the subject, Northern Lights (1975) and Going After Cacciato (1978) , he published a genre-defying work of autobiographical fiction, The Things They Carried. As with the three books preceding it, The Things They Carried is informed by O'Brien's time in the military. While If I Die and Going After Cacciato depict the theater of war, and Northern Lights examines a veteran's return, The Things They Carried is alternately set during, before, and after its protagonist, Tim O'Brien, is deployed to Vietnam. (Throughout this chapter, I refer to the narrator as "Tim" and to the author as "O'Brien".) Understandably, it is within the context of the Vietnam War that literary scholars often discuss The Things They Carried, frequently by connecting Vietnam, postmodernism, and meta-fiction (Bates 1996; Chen 1998; Jarraway 1998; Neilson 2001; Carpenter 2003; Haswell 2004; Kaufmann 2005; Silbergleid 2009 ).
Although I have never been in combat or the military, I feel a strong emotional connection to the work. Because of The Things They Carried, I have reconsidered my own relationship to autobiography, truth, and language, particularly in regard to my painful past as a foster child with a mentally ill mother. Like many critics, I view The Things They Carried as postmodern, in that it is intentionally unstable, fractured, "schizophrenic", in a Deleuzian sense. This schizophrenia -for example, its "polyphonic" perspectives and conspicuous contradictions -keeps the text in play. The book is what I term an aesthetic autobiography, in which I reposition "aesthetic" in its ancient Greek context, meaning to apprehend by the senses. As an aesthetic autobiography, The Things They
